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Tuning 
 
If books could be more, could show more, could own more, this book would have 
smells… 
 It would have the smells of old farms; the sweet smell of new-mown hay as it 
falls off the oiled sickle blade when the horses pull the mower through the field, and the 
sour smell of manure steaming in a winter barn.  It would have the sticky-slick smell of 
birth when the calves come and they suck for the first time on the rich, new milk; the 
dusty smell of winter hay dried and stored in the loft waiting to be dropped down to the 
cattle; the pungent fermented smell of the chopped corn silage when it is brought into 
the manger on the silage fork.  This book would have the smell of new potatoes sliced 
and frying in light pepper on a woodstove burning dry pine, the damp smell of leather 
mittens steaming on the back of the stovetop, and the acrid smell of the slop bucket by 
the door when the lid is lifted and the potato peelings are dumped in – but it can’t. 
 Books can’t have smells. 
 If books could be more and own more and give more, this book would have 
sound… 
 It would have the high, keening sound of the six-foot bucksaws as the men pull 
them back and forth through the trees to cut pine for paper pulp; the grunting-gassy 
sounds of the work teams snorting and slapping as they hit the harness to jerk the 
stumps out of the ground.  It would have the chewing sounds of cows in the barn 
working at their cuds on a long winter’s night; the solid thunking sound of the ax coming 
down to split stovewood, and the piercing scream of the pigs when the knife cuts their 
throats and they know death is at hand – but it can’t.  
 Books can’t have sound. 
 And finally if books could be more, give more, show more, this book would have 
light… 
 Oh, it would have the soft gold light – gold with bits of hay dust floating in it - 
that slips through the crack in the barn wall; the light of the Coleman lantern hissing flat-
white in the kitchen; the silver-gray light of a middle winter day, the splattered, white-
night light of a full moon on snow, the new light of dawn at the eastern edge of the 
pasture behind the cows coming into the milked on a summer morning – but it can’t.  
 Books can’t have light. 
 If books could have more, give more, be more, show more, they would still need 
readers, who bring to them sound and smell and light and all the rest that can’t be in 
books. 
 The book needs you. 
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